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Going Down to Lucky Town

by Douglas Smith

Charlie the Pearl—con man, gambler, and ever absent father—is about to catch the dream that he’s chased his entire life—the secret of good luck. But it’s a secret that could cost Charlie the only thing in the world that he loves more than a winning streak—his daughter.

~~

“There are echoes of Ellison again, and of Ray Bradbury, in this understated and deeply moving tale of a con artist who stumbles across an opportunity to right some of the wrongs of his past. ...a deceptively simple narrative of luck, loss, betrayal, and redemption.”

—The Fix

“...a very moving story about a part time gambler, part time con-man who seems to have gotten down luck to a measurable skill. ... Another superb story that made this volume [Impossibilia] such an unforgettable one for me.”

—Fantasy Book Critic

“Another great story, but I’m getting used to that. Deft handling of character and setting (gambling, cons, and the game of life)...”

—SF Crowsnest Book Reviews

“The plot is wound up and then discharged with nicely inevitable narrative logic.”

—Locus

“Smith takes a simple idea and finds potential that many other writers would have overlooked in favour of some easier option. At the story’s heart is the relationship between father and daughter, and the things they do to make this work, rendered with a singular care and tenderness, the appreciation that sometimes we muck up without meaning to and that sacrifices are required.”

—Black Static Magazine

“The coup-de-grace of this triumvirate of wondrousness [Impossibilia].”

—Mass Movement Magazine


GOING DOWN TO LUCKY TOWN

IF THE FRIENDS and enemies of Charles Tobias Perlman could agree on one thing, it was this — you never bet against Charlie the Pearl.

Ever.

And if his enemies numbered higher than his friends, well, Charlie just put it down to the life he had lived. A life that did not appear, at that particular moment, as if it would be lived much longer.

He lay in the dirt behind the Canadian National Exhibition in Toronto on a beautiful August evening of 1967. His mouth was bleeding and his head throbbing from the beating just delivered by Eddie Fenton, his former partner-in-crime who was now taking out a gun.

Reaching down, Eddie pulled the big pearl stickpin from Charlie’s tie. He polished it with a couple of rubs on his paisley shirt, then stuck it in the lapel of his dirty denim jacket.

Charlie looked up at him, licking blood from his lips. “That,” he commented, “looks ridiculous.”

“Shaddup.” Eddie aimed the revolver at Charlie’s head. “Payback time, old man. Looks like my lucky day.”

Recent events ran through Charlie’s head faster than a drugged filly. He spat out a broken tooth and chuckled. “Kid, you know absolutely nothing about luck.”

Eddie laughed. “And you do? Lying bleeding in the dirt and about to eat a bullet?” He pulled back the hammer with a click that sounded like two dice knocking together. “You got nothing left to teach me, pops.”

With an amazing degree of detachment, Charlie watched Eddie’s finger tighten on the trigger. “Trust me, kid,” Charlie said quietly, “I’m about to give you one last lesson.”

~~

IT HAD ALL started four weeks ago.

Well, no, that’s not quite right. In truth, it had started thirty-two years ago. Charlie had been just fifteen when the winds of the dust bowl had swept his parents from his life, like a croupier raking in losing bets. He’d hit the road then, leaving behind two white crosses planted in the family farm in Oklahoma, the only things to rise from that dead earth in two years.

Charlie had spent the rest of the thirties traveling the Midwest, working as a carnie, until William “Papa” Dernstead, an itinerant gambler and con artist, took him under his wing, teaching Charlie the tricks of what became his trade. Papa Bill had died two years later, amazingly of natural causes, but Charlie’s road through life had been laid before him — part-time gambler, part-time con man, and full-time observer of human nature and benefitor thereof.

His less charitable enemies explained their losing encounters with Charlie by claiming that he was lucky. Just plain lucky. Lucky to have beaten them. Lucky to still be alive.

His friends and his more dangerous enemies knew better. They knew that you didn’t live as long as Charlie had, doing what Charlie did, just by being lucky. You had to know your game, know people, know when to zig and when to zag. In short, you had to be good.

So was Charlie good or lucky? Well, as in most cases, the truth lay in those spaces in between. Charlie the Pearl was very good at being very lucky.

Charlie could see luck.

Whether it was a four-year-old in the fifth at Woodbine or a pale-faced housewife at the craps table in Vegas, Charlie could look at them in a certain way — kind of sideways, from an angle — and he could see the luck on them, if any was there to be seen. And luck always looked the same way to Charlie.

Sparkly.

Which was why, four weeks ago, he had found himself planning a visit to Waterloo, a small southern Ontario town as unexceptional as most small southern Ontario towns, except that it was currently, if he was reading the signs correctly, probably the luckiest place on Earth. And Charlie planned to cash in on that luck.

However, a week later, he was still in Toronto, because his travel plans required first ridding himself of his current partner, a twitchy young psychopath named Eddie Fenton.

Charlie didn’t normally choose twitchy young psychopaths as partners, but in fairness to Charlie, Eddie had at first exhibited only the twitchiness and youth. Unfortunately, the psychopath didn’t take long to emerge.

“Bloody hell, you killed him.” Charlie was whispering, as if a raised voice might attract more attention than the three shots that Eddie had just pumped into the man now lying dead in the alley.

“That was the idea,” Eddie said, pulling a bloody envelope from the man’s jacket. Charlie caught a flash of the sheaf of hundreds inside. “Let’s go.” Eddie walked to the end of the alley and casually stepped onto the street. Charlie swallowed, and then with another look at the body, he hurried to catch up.

Eddie handed a wad of bills to Charlie as they walked. “Here’s your half.” Stuffing the rest in his pocket, he lit a cigarette.

Charlie took the money in a shaking hand. He knew it was far less than half, but he was suddenly too scared of Eddie to complain. “Why’d you kill him?” he croaked. “Another minute, and I would’ve switched the envelopes.”

Eddie shrugged. “What’s your beef? We wanted the money. We got the money.”

And an innocent albeit greedy man is dead, Charlie thought. A man Charlie had picked as the perfect mark. He swallowed, trying to swallow his guilt too, but his throat constricted. And in that moment, Charlie made up his mind.

Eddie had to go.

Eddie took a drag on his cigarette. “So what’s our next score, old man?”

A very frightened Charles Perlman grinned his fear away as Charlie the Pearl took control. “Kid, I’ve got the perfect mark.” As Charlie outlined their next con, the only thing he left out was that this time the mark was going to be Eddie.
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